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Summary Thyroid cancer incidence has been increasing in many countries, whereas mortality has been falling
due to better survival. Radiation is the best-established risk factor and there has been concern that recent rises
in incidence might be related to fallout radiation from atmospheric nuclear weapon tests. We examined
thyroid cancer time trends and geographical distribution in England and Wales and possible interpretations of
these.

During 1962-84, there were significant increases in incidence (P<<0.001) in each sex at ages under 45.
Cohort analysis by single year of birth showed an overall increase in incidence risks in women aged 0—44 born
since 1920, with a sudden rise in risk for the birth years 1952-55 followed by a lower risk for the more recent
cohorts. In men, there was an overall increase in risk at ages 0-44 in successive birth cohorts, but the pattern
was irregular. In each sex, the risk in persons aged 45 and over decreased slightly in successive generations.
Geographically, highest incidence risks were in countries in North and Mid Wales, in which the risk was
almost twice that in the rest of the country. This pattern was present only at ages 45 and over and was most
clear in rural areas.

The peak of thyroid cancer risk in women born in 1952-55 is consistent with a carcinogenic effect of fallout
radiation, since these women were children in the late 1950s and early 1960s when fallout radiation was
greatest in England and Wales. The focus of high thyroid cancer risks in Wales was in areas with high levels of
fallout radiation. However, thyroid cancer risks in Wales were not high for more recent cohorts (the ones who
were exposed to fallout early in life), and a focus on high risk of benign thyroid diseases was present in Wales
well before nuclear weapons existed. The distributions of these benign thyroid diseases, or of factors causing

them, seem more likely than fallout to explain the high risk areas for thyroid cancer in the country.

Thyroid cancer incidence is increasing in many countries
(Pettersson et al., 1991; Weiss, 1979). Exposure to radiation
is the main established risk factor. In the USA, the increase
in incidence has been associated with widespread use of
X-ray therapy for benign conditions of the head and neck
among infants and children (deGroot & Paloyan, 1973;
Favus et al., 1976; Pottern et al., 1980). Risk is also raised in
survivors of the atom bombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
(Socolow et al., 1963) and populations accidentally exposed
to high levels of fresh fission products from nuclear bomb
emplosions (Conard er al., 1970). Since nuclear weapon tests
release radioactive iodine into the atmosphere, there has been
concern that they may have carcinogenic effects on the
thyroid (Campbell & Doll, 1963).

The risk of thyroid cancer has also been found increased in
patients with a history of goitre and other benign thyroid
disorders (Preston-Martin et al., 1987; Ron et al., 1987), but
it is not clear which specific benign diseases might be
involved and what the relation is with iodine-deficiency. In
women, particularly at young ages, positive associations with
parity and other reproductive factors have been found in
some studies (Kravdal et al., 1991; Preston-Martin et al.,
1987; Ron et al., 1987) but not all (McTiernan et al., 1987).

The present study utilises data from the England and
Wales National Cancer Registry and national mortality files
to examine recent time trends and geographical distribution
of thyroid cancer in the country, and to consider potential
risk factors underlying them.

Sources of data and methods
Cancer registration has existed at a national level in England

and Wales since 1945, and since 1962 it has had national
coverage. Registrations are carried out by regional registries
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which then send the data to the national registry at the Office
of Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS). Further details
can be found elsewhere (Swerdlow, 1986). Notification is
voluntary. Completeness of registration has probably been
about 90% nationally since 1971, and over 95% for the best
regional registries (Swerdlow et al., in press). Data on cause
of death have been collected since 1837 and have been vir-
tually complete since 1926 (Swerdlow, 1987).

Time trends

Data on thyroid cancers (ICD7: 194; ICD8-9: 193) (WHO,
1957; 1967; 1977) incident 1962-84 and on thyroid cancer
deaths 1959-89 were extracted, respectively, from the OPCS
national cancer registry files and national mortality files. We
also received from OPCS mid-year population estimates for
England and Wales for the years 1959-89 by single year of
age. Histological coding was available in the cancer registra-
tion files, but it was incomplete and often too vague to allow
clear separation into distinct morphological entities.

Directly age-standardised incidence and mortality rates
were calculated using the 1971 mid-year population of Eng-
land and Wales as the standard. To assess secular trends, we
fitted a Poisson regression model (Breslow & Day, 1987);
results are reported as average annual percentage changes in
incidence and mortality rates during the period.

To compare risks by birth cohort, age-standardised cohort
registration and mortality ratios (SCRRs and SCMRs) for
each single year of birth were calculated separately in each
sex by the direct method (Beral et al., 1978). These cohort
ratios are a summary measure of the risk experience of each
generation for the ages included in the study period, relative
to the risk at the same ages for all cohorts included in the
analysis, age-adjusted to the 1971 mid-year population. For
instance, a ratio of 80 for a particular cohort indicates that
the risk for that cohort at the ages analysed was 80% of that
for all persons of the same ages included in the analysis.

Year of birth was known directly for all deaths and for
197184 cancer registrations. For cancer registrations before
1971, however, year of birth was not recorded, and we



therefore estimated it from year of registration and single
year of age. Population data were also not available by year
of birth, so we estimated these from data on the population
by calendar year and single year of age. Since, for each age
versus calendar year combination in these statistics, two adja-
cent years of birth were possible, we assumed that the
population was born equally in these two years. Cohort
ratios were calculated for each single year of birth to enable
sudden changes in risk to be detected. Since preliminary
inspection of the data showed that age-specific trends were
different for ages under 45, and 45 and over, SCRRs were
calculated separately for these two age bands. For men, to
avoid random fluctuations due to small numbers of cancers
per year of birth, smoothed estimates (5-year moving
averages with weights 1,4,6,4,1/16 for successive years in the
quinquennium (Box & Jenkins, 1970) were calculated. As a
consequence, there are no estimates of male ratios for the
first two and the last two years of birth.

Analyses were carried out using the Epilog Statistical Soft-
ware package (Epicenter Software, 1985).

Geographical distribution

Data on thyroid cancers incident 1968—85 in residents of
England and Wales were extracted from the OPCS files. In
the data for 196881, place of residence was coded to county
and also to degreee of urbanisation. Urbanisation categories
were defined on the basis of local authority areas as ‘rural’
(rural districts), ‘urban’ (urban districts) and ‘metropolitan’
(county boroughs and London boroughs). For 1982-85 the
data were not so coded, because a major boundary reorgani-
zation had taken place. Therefore, for 1982-85, we agg-
regated data for local authorities to recreate as closely as
possible the county data* (Swerdlow & dos Santos Silva, in
press). The data for these years could not be re-categorised
into the rural, urban and metropolitan subdivisions, and
therefore the analyses by degree of urbanisation were
restricted to the years 1968-81.

The completeness of cancer registration is known to vary
across England and Wales (Swerdlow et al., in press. Rates
calculated using population estimates as denominators would
therefore be biased. Instead, we calculated odds ratios to
estimate the risk of thyroid cancer (‘cases’) relative to other
cancer sites (‘controls’) in each county (‘exposed’) compared
with the rest of the country (‘non-exposed’). To avoid
domination of the controls by a few cancer sites (e.g., lung
for males and breast for females at many adult ages), the
controls were formed by a weighted sample of all cancers
except thyroid. This was achieved by iteratively reducing the
numbers of the commonest cancers, in data for all countries
combined, so that no single site contributed more than 7% to
the controls in each 5-year-age-group. The numbers reached
at the end of this iterative process were then divided by the
corresponding numbers in the original file to obtain a set of
site and age-specific weights. This set of weights was then
applied to the original data in each county to create a
‘weighted’ control file; the control group used in the present
analysis was formed from all cancers in this ‘weighted’ con-
trol file except thyroid. Further details of the method can be
found elsewhere (Swerdlow & dos Santos Silva, in press).

Age-adjusted odds ratios (Mantel & Haenszel, 1959) and
test-based 95% confidence limits (Miettinen, 1976) for each
county were calculated using the SAS statistical package
(SAS Institute, 1988). The odds ratios were calculated in each
sex for all ages combined, and also separately at younger and
older ages. Since there are no epidemiological reasons to
justify the selection of any particular age cutoff, we used the
same age bands (0—44 and 45 and over) as for the time trend
analysis. There were, however, no cases at ages 0—44 in the
smallest counties, many of which are in Wales. To conduct

*When the authority boundary crossed a county boundary (only in
7% of local authorities), the authority was allocated to the county
which included the majority of its population.
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an analysis with cases at younger ages even in the smallest
countries, we therefore also analysed the data for ages under
55, and 55 and over. Odds ratios were mapped using the
Mapics computer program (Campbell & Nicholson, 1989).
For display, odds ratios were divided between the highest
and the lowest values into seven equally spaced intervals on a
logarithmic scale; counties with statistically significant risks
(P<0.05) are indicated on the maps by a (*) after their
names.

To compare the geographical distribution of thyroid cancer
with that of certain benign thyroid diseases at earlier dates,
we extracted data on mortality due to thyroid disorders in
England and Wales from the Registrar General’s Statistical
Reviews (Registrar General, 1944—56). Exophthalmic goitre
was the only thyroid condition included in these publications
until 1950 when it was replaced by thyrotoxicosis. We ex-
tracted data on the numbers of exophthalmic goitre deaths
by county in 1940-49 and on thyrotoxicosis deaths in
1950-54, and calculated crude death rates (data were not
tabulated by age) using the 1951 Census county populations
as the denominator (there was no Census in 1941).

Direct data on fallout radiation by county were not
available, but the levels are known to be closely related to
rainfall (Cawse & Horril, 1986). We therefore extracted, as
an indirect indicator of the geographical distribution of fal-
lout radiation, data on rainfall for the years 1955-64 from
the Monthly Weather Reports (Metereological Office,
1956-65), and calculated the average annual rainfall at
meteorological stations in each county (no measurements
were taken in Rutland during that period).

Results

Time trends

For the years 1962—84, 12,012 thyroid cancers in females and
4,205 in males were registered incident in England and
Wales, representing less than 1% of all cancer registrations in
each sex. The tumour was responsible for 8,456 deaths in
females and 3,312 in males from 1959 to 1989.

There were significant increases in the annual incidence
rates of thyroid malignancy in each sex during 1962-84; the
rise in incidence was slightly more marked in males (1.3%
per annum, P<<0.001) than females (1.0% per annum, P <
0.001). The increases occurred particularly at ages 0-44
(Figure 1) (females 3.6% per annum, P<<0.001; males 3.0%
per annum, P<<0.001) and were smaller at ages 45 and over
(females 0.2% per annum, P = 0.15; males 0.9% per annum,
P<0.001). In contrast to the incidence trends, there were
significant decreases in mortality from 1959 to 1989 (not
shown), more marked in females (—2.0% per annum, P<
0.001) than males (—1.0% per annum, P<<0.001).

Analysis by birth cohort (Figure 2) showed that in women
at ages under 45, thyroid cancer risks has been increasing for
cohorts born since 1920, with a sudden rise for those born in
1952~ 55 followed by a decrease for the most recent genera-
tions. In males under aged 45, the pattern was more irregular
with highest risks in cohorts born around 1945 and in
1955-59. Risks in persons aged 45 and over (not shown)
decreased slightly in more recent cohorts. Mortality risks (not
shown) declined in successive cohorts, particularly in females.

Geographical distribution

Greatest risks of thyroid cancer in each sex were in counties
in North and Mid Wales. This pattern was most pronounced
in analyses restricted to ages 45 and over (Figures 3-4) and
in rural areas. At ages 45 and over in men (Figure 3),
greatest risks were in Montgomeryshire (odds ratio = 2.03,
95% confidence interval: 0.92-4.46), Merionethshire (1.92,
0.81-4.56), Denbighshire (1.80, 1.21-2.65) and Westmorland
(1.33, 0.60-2.96) and in women (Figure 4) in Flintshire (2.02,
1.59-2.56), Merionethshire (2.01, 1.22-3.32) and Rutland
(1.60, 0.67-3.86). At ages 0—44, there was no coherent pat-
tern of risks, but there were no cases in many Welsh coun-
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Figure 1 Secular trends and linear regression lines of thyroid
cancer incidence in each sex by age, England and Wales, 196284
(annual age-standardised rates).

ties, particularly in men. Re-analysis of the data for ages 55
and over showed similar patterns to those described above
for ages 45 and over. At ages 0—54, there was again no
coherent pattern of risks and no clear evidence of high risks
in North and Mid Wales. For all ages in total, highest risks
in males were in Merionethshire (1.84, 0.83—-4.06), Mont-
gomeryshire  (1.70, 0.77-3.76), Denbighshire (1.62,
1.12-2.35), Cardiganshire (1.49, 0.71-3.13), and Westmor-
land (1.46, 0.73-2.93). and in females in Flintshire (1.73,
1.39-2.17), Merionethshire (1.52, 0.92-2.52) and the Isle of
Wight (1.46, 1.06-2.01).

Risks varied little by degree of urbanisation: in males the
odds ratio for urban areas compared to rural was 0.95
(0.85-1.06) and for metropolitan compared to rural was 0.98
(0.88-1.09), while for females the corresponding ratios were
0.97 (0.91-1.04) and 0.94 (0.88-1.00). The focus of greatest
risks in North and Mid Wales was present in urban and rural
areas separately (there are no metropolitan areas in North
and Mid Wales). In men, highest risks in rural areas were in
Merionethshire (4.47, 1.97-10.15), Montgomeryshire (3.36,
1.32-8.56) and the Isle of Wight (2.10, 0.69-6.44) and in
urban areas in Cardiganshire (3.71, 1.61-8.55), Westmorland
(2.55, 1.08-6.00) and Denbighshire (2.31, 1.45-3.70). In
women, greatest risks in rural areas were in the Isle of Wight
(2.50, 1.38-4.54), Flintshire (2.25, 1.53-3.30) and
Merionethshire (1.67, 0.75-3.70), and in urban areas in
Flintshire (2.10, 1.57-2.82), Merionethshire (1.80, 0.86—3.75)
and Somerset (1.44, 1.16—1.78). Analyses by age within
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Figure 2 Incidence trends of thyroid cancer by single year of
birth among persons aged 0—-44 born 1920-1964, England and
Wales 1962-84 (SCRR = Standardised Cohort Registration
Ratio). Trend smoothed for males, not females—see text.

urbanization stratum were not carried out because of small
numbers of cases.

In 1940-49, mortality from exophthalmic goitre in women
(Figure 5) was highest in the western part of the country,
with greatest rates in Montgomeryshire (103.9 per million),
Anglesey (91.8) and Merionethshire (82.8). In men (not
shown), greatest mortality was again in the western part of
the country, particularly Wales and Westmorland, but there
were also other counties in England which showed high rates.
Greatest rates were in Westmorland (15.8), Pembrokeshire
(13.3), Monmouthsire (12.3) and Shropshire (10.0).
Thyrotoxicosis mortality in 1950-4 (not shown) had similar
patterns to those described for exophthalmic goitre but based
on smaller numbers. Greatest rates in women were in Mont-
gomeryshire (78.0), Breckonshire (71.6), Anglesey (61.2) and
Carmarthenshire (66.2) and in men in Merionethshire (19.1),
the Isle of Wight (9.0), Dorset (8.5) and Cardiganshire (8.0).
Highest levels of rainfall in 1955-64 (Figure 6) were in the
western part of the country, particularly in Westmorland and
Mid Wales.

The similarity between the areas with high levels of thyroid
cancer, and those with high levels of benign thyroid disease
mortality and of high rainfall, did not extend to a correlation
between the distributions of these variables in the rest of the
country. Linear correlation analyses between thyroid cancer
risks by county and benign thyroid disorder mortality, and
rainfall, gave only two significant (but weak) correlations,



THYROID CANCER IN ENGLAND AND WALES 333

S 5
e
)
[/‘ /J S iy ¥
L 2/ ) i i
‘\b "\ \\\ |
BEPE S A
¥ f o7 \\ \ Pusaass
| ) 3 N
" — g U
feidunannanar)
ol T
T 3
H NorthdHH
SEHHH
A\ SHH \
F
\ 5k
Q ) Cumberland «: HDurham 4
Ty O
2 T
: 2@ Rl
> Westd
/ N Yorks:
Odds Ratios /j N
T
sl . il i
1 T % 5 & S5 N
1.62 g = e EEEEE
(IS ENEEEEER " ENREE NPV rORaPAAS s (ENFTEEENE NN o
et =1 tHLancs < HHE W Yorks FHEEE
1096 Vs £ 5 NER
& rammas
0.83 = é inas:
0.66 s N
= H *—Lincs L
0.53 E Ang
0.42 A Ches
Caer—@Pen i erbys —Notts
i ZLincs K7 oo
eri Hdtatts Lincs H
H ics L Norfolk*
Mont Salop T Leics =3Rut =
WarwicksZNorthantsf, @ ;
CardF5 ad Worcs e
] Hereford Beds
T = s aas
Carm s T
e i Oxon 3 Bucks St¥Herts H=Fssex
| wsa b ‘Monm Glos Hrv(vr
a ¥ s
g Glampy >
Lm;l H Berks <2 London
N =
hidli Surre Kent
Somerset
Hants
= \W Sussex E=E Sussex
Dorset
Devon
=iow?
-~
Cornwall
(\\\/_\\ /
B -
*P < 0.05 \; e /~

Figure 3 Relative risk of thyroid cancer incidence in men aged 45 and over by county of residence, England and Wales, 1968—85.

and these were due to high values in Mid Wales (and also
Westmorland for rainfall): cancer risk in females aged 55 and
over was associated with exophthalmic goitre rates 1940-49
(correlation coefficient (r) = 0.28; p = 0.035), and cancer risks
in men aged 55 and over was associated with rainfall
(r=0.37; P<0.01).

Discussion

The present study showed increases in thyroid cancer regist-
ration rates over time in England and Wales, particularly at
younger ages, but decreases in mortality. The latter corres-
ponds to the improving survival from these tumours in recent
years (OPCS, 1982). The increases in incidence are more
difficult to interpret. Unlike the USA, radiation therapy for
benign conditions of the head and neck has never been a

common practice in England and Wales (Weiss, 1979). Using
data from a survey carried out in 1957 (Ministry of Health &
Scottish Home and Health Department, 1966), we estimate
that less than 2 in 10,000 children per year in Britain received
radiation therapy for benign conditions of the head and
trunk (data were not further subdivided by anatomical site or
geographically). This was mainly for skin problems (growths,
inflammations and scalp ringworm) and less then 2 per mil-
lion per year was for glandular enlargements (e.g., of the
thymus). These very low frequencies are likely to have
decreased over time since other forms of therapy became
available for these conditions. Dental x-rays are the only
radiological procedure to the head and neck whose frequency
has been increasing markedly in Great Britain: 40 dental
x-rays were carried out per thousand population in 1957
compared to 212 per thousand in 1977, with such examina-
tions being performed most often in older children and
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Figure 4 Relative risk of thyroid cancer incidence in women aged 45 and over by county of residence, England and Wales,

1968 -85.

young adults (Kendall et al., 1980). Iodine™ (I'*') has been
used for the diagnostic and treatment of benign thyroid dis-
orders since the 1940s, but it does not seem to increase appre-
ciably the risk of thyroid cancer (Hoffman, 1984; Holm, 1984).

The first nuclear weapon explosion in the atmosphere took
place in 1945 and the amount of fallout radiation then
increased progressively until the 1962 test ban treaty. Levels
in England and Wales were particularly high in the late 1950s
and early 1960s (Medical Research Council, 1960; 1964;
Hughes et al., 1989). After the 1962 test ban treaty the level
decreased, remaining low until the Chernobyl reactor acci-
dent in 1986 (Hughes et al., 1989). However, I'*! has a short
half-life (8 days) and therefore is only present during periods
of fallout of fresh fission products. It is deposited mainly
with rain in the soils and pastures where it may be ingested
by cows and concentrated in milk. Ingestion of fresh con-

taminated milk by man leads to concentration of I'*!' in the
thyroid gland where it delivers radiation for only a few
weeks. Other foods are very minor sources of I'*'. The
highest doses are received by young children, partly because
they drink so much fresh bovine milk (except if they are
breastfed or fed with evaporated or dried milk) and partly
because a given intake of I'*! represents a higher dose than in
adults due to their smaller thyroid glands (UNSCEAR,
1977).

Based on measurements of iodine in milk samples from
different locations (Agricultural Research Council, 1959-79)
and indirect estimates for the years when levels were below
the limit of detection, concentrations of iodine 131 in milk
from West Cumbria due to fallout have been estimated for
the years 1951-82 (Stather et al.,, 1986) and are shown in
Figure 7. No similar estimations were done for England and
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Figure 5 Exophthalmic goitre mortality in women by county of residence, England and Wales, 1940—49.

Wales overall, but although absolute concentrations might
have been different due to meteorological factors, the time
trends for the whole country are likely to have been similar.
The highest values were during the second half of the 1950s
and early 1960s, but even then the amount of iodine 131 in
milk was well below 130 picocuries per litre, the level con-
sidered permissible as an annual average by the Medical
Research  Council (Agricultural Research  Council
Radiological Laboratory, 1962). Only with the reactor acci-
dent at Windscale (subsequently renamed Sellafield) in 1958,
was the distribution of local milk prohibited in the more
heavily contaminated areas (Medical Research Council,
1960). Very few determinations of I'"' were carried out
directly in human thyroids but average doses of 6 mrads were
measured in adults in a 4-week period in 1958—59 (Robert-
son & Falconer, 1959). The dose to the thyroid of infants

from the extensive nuclear tests in 1961 and 1962 is estimated
to have been about 0.1 rad (Medical Research Council,
1966). Whether doses as small as these are carcinogenic is not
known: thyroid cancers induced by external radiation are
characterised by the relatively low-dosage required (there is
some evidence that doses of 6.5 rads are carcinogenic)
(Modan et al., 1974), particularly if exposure occurs before
puberty. Raised thyroid cancer risks have been reported in
populations exposed accidentally to high levels of fallout
from nuclear weapons (Conard e al., 1970). No increase was
found in a cohort of 1,378 children potentially exposed to
low levels of fallout (average dose to the thyroid of 18 rads)
(Rallison et al., 1974) but the sample size was too small to be
able to detect small increases in risk.

The peak in female incidence risks in the 1952—55 born
cohorts observed in the present study occurred in women
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Figure 6 Average annual total rainfall by county of England and Wales, 1955-64.

who were children during the years when fallout radiation
was most intense. In men, the pattern was irregular.
Cumulative doses of I'*! to the thyroid for successive birth
cohorts probably peaked 2-3yrs later (in 1955-57)
*(Oftedal & Lund, 1983) than the peak observed in cancer
risk in females in this study, but it may be that doses at
different ages should be weighted differently for car-
cinogenicity. The use of exact year of birth (or its calculation
from single year data on age and calendar time) makes these
cohort analyses more accurate than usual by avoiding the
overlap of risks between generations that occurs when year

*These cumulative doses were calculated for Norway which had the
same temporal trends in fallout as England and Wales (Darby &
Doll, 1987).

of birth is imprecisely estimated from 5-year data on age and
calendar time (Case, 1956). The method used to calculate the
cohort ratios tends, however, to underestimate real rises,
because of the inevitable use of the overall data to generate
the expected values. The most recent cohorts are still too
young to be definite about their risk, particularly in men for
whom the calculations were based on small numbers.
Thyroid cancer risk appears to be related to parity (Krav-
dal et al., 1991; Preston-Martin et al., 1987; Ron et al., 1987),
but the observed increase in thyroid cancer risk in young
women born since 1920 (the first year for which England and
Wales cohort parity data are available) did not parallel
national trends in family size. Parity of women achieved by
the end of their reproductive life increased slightly for
cohorts of women born after 1920, reaching a peak for those
born in the mid-1930s, and has since been declining (OPCS,
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Figure 7 Concentration of iodine-131 in milk due to fallout,
West Cumbria, 1951-82. (Data from Stather et al., 1986).

1991). The cohorts who had the highest thyroid cancer risks
in the present study are still at childbearing ages, but their
family size achieved up to now is lower than in previous
cohorts (OPCS, 1991).

Potential artefacts need to be considered in interpreting
incidence trends. Completeness of cancer registration in Eng-
land and Wales has probably improved over time (Swerdlow,
1986), but not enough to account for the full observed
increase in thyroid cancer incidence. Recent work suggests
that the degree of completeness of the national register has
not improved greatly during the period 1971-84 (Swerdlow
et al., in press). There appears to be no direct information
available on completeness for the period before 1971, but
re-analysis of our data restricted to the years 1971-84
showed incidence trends similar in each sex to those reported
here, with increases over time at younger ages and no rises at
older ages. Similar trends were observed if analysis was
further restricted to regions with a degree of completeness
believed to be particularly good (Swerdlow et al., in press),
except that the rise in incidence for young men became less
marked.

The increased use of more sophisticated diagnostic
methods (e.g. fine-needle biopsy, radio-isotope scanning),
together with broader indications for the surgical removal of
solitary modules, might have led to the detection in recent
years of occult carcinomas which would not otherwise have
been diagnosed. Occult cancers seem to be most prevalent in
males and at older ages (Fukunaga & Yatani, 1975), how-
ever, whereas the observed increase in incidence was mainly
at ages under 45, particularly in females. Unless doctors have
increased the use of new diagnostic methods particularly in
young patients and females, the diagnosis of increasing
numbers of occult carcinomas does not seem to account
alone for the incidence trends observed.

The focus of high risk of thyroid cancer in North and Mid
Wales might be related to fallout, since this area had one of
the highest rainfalls in the country. Measurements carried
out nationally during a 12-week period at the end of of 1961
(Agricultural Research Council, 1962) also showed that
Wales had the highest iodine 131 concentration in milk in the
country. The focus of high cancer risk was not present for
the most recent cohorts, however, who were the ones exposed
to fallout radiation early in life, but the estimates in the
Welsh counties were based on small numbers of cases. Geog-
raphical differences in fallout-derived radiation are not sim-
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ple, because milk may have been shipped and redistributed
across the country.

Evidence on the geography of medical exposure to radia-
tion is limited, but there is no reason to believe that relevant
radiological examinations were performed substantially more
often in Wales than in the rest of the country. The total
number of radiological examinations carried out per thou-
sand of population in 1977 was highest in NE, NW and SE
Thames, followed by Wales (Kendall et al., 1980). No geog-
raphical data are available for earlier years or for radiation
therapy of benign thyroid conditions. Parity is lower in
Wales than in other parts of the country (OPCS, 1991).

The focus of high risk in North and Mid Wales seems
unlikely to be an artefact. Odds ratios will be unaffected by
incompleteness or duplication of registration unless its degree
is markedly dissimilar for different cancer sites. Even if there
were very dissimilar completenesses by site, a low apparent
risk of a tumour would be a much more plausible artefact
than a high apparent risk, since the latter could only arise if
there were great incompleteness for most other cancers but
not for thyroid cancer (or if thyroid cancer registrations were
grossly duplicated but registrations for other sites generally
were not). A more frequent need to investigate benign
thyroid disorders might have led to an increase in thyroid
cancer diagnoses and, hence in registrations, in Wales. Mor-
tality data have shown high risks of thyroid cancer in North
plus Mid Wales in men, although not particularly so in
women (Gardner et al., 1983), but the data were not pub-
lished by county within this. ,

The high risk areas for thyroid cancer in the present study
resemble those for benign thyroid diseases in the past.
Exophthalmic goitre mortality in 1913—-19 in non-metro-
politan areas of Great Britain and Ireland (both sexes com-
bined) was mapped by Campbell (1924-25) and is repro-
duced in Figure 8. Highest rates in England and Wales were
in the western part of the country, particularly in Mid Wales,
Westmorland and Cornwall. A similar distribution was pres-
ent in 1913-22 for mortality from exophthalmic goitre
(Stocks, 1925) and for all thyroid diseases including cancer
(Stocks & Karn, 1927). In 1936, highest thyrotoxicosis death
rates were sill in North and Mid Wales, and Westmorland
(and Huntingdonshire) (McEwan, 1938). This corresponds to
the patterns we observed for exophthalmic goitre and thyro-
toxicosis mortality in more recent years, particularly in
females.

The observed parallels between the geography of thyroid
cancer at older ages and mortality from benign thyroid
diseases, might relate to iodine-deficiency in the past, which
was particularly marked in the western part of the country
(Kelly & Snedden, 1960; Philips et al., 1983). In the 1940s,
the average iodine intake in the country was estimated to be
80 pg per person per day, a level well below the recom-
mended dose of 150 ug (Wenlock er al., 1979). Although
iodised salt has never been introduced in the country (Kelly
& Snedden, 1960; Wenlock e al., 1979), the iodine content of
some foods increased substantially so that, in 1977-79, the
average intake was above 250 pug per person per day (mainly
from cow’s milk) (Wenlock et al., 1979). Iodine-deficiency
induces thyroid tumours in animals by stimulating the release
of thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH) from the pituitary
(Axelrad & Leblond, 1955). This hormone is the principal
factor regulation the growth and function of the thyroid
gland (Wollman & Breitman, 1970), and it has been sug-
gested that increased levels might induce thyroid cancer in
humans (Henderson et al., 1982). Many case-control studies
(Preston-Martin et al., 1987; Ron et al., 1987) have shown
increased risks of thyroid cancer in patients with goitre or
benign modules, and the prevalence of thyroid cancer seems
to be higher in iodine-deficient populations than in those
with normal intake (Belfiore et al., 1987).

The disappearance (but based on small number of cases) of
the focus of high thyroid cancer risks in Wales in the most
recent cohorts, particularly in females, although not the in-
creasing trend in incidence nationally, might therefore relate
to more adequate iodine intakes and hence reduction in
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Figure 8 Exophthalmic goitre mortality by county (in non-metropolitan areas for both sexes combined), Great Britain and

Ireland, 1913-19 (modified from Campbell (1924-25)).

iodine-deficiency in more recent generations. National
schemes of distribution of free or cheap milk were imple-
mented for children and expectant mothers in the
1930-1940s (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food,
1951), although levels of this element in milk were lower than
now (Wenlock et al., 1979). This might have increased iodine
intake in areas where other dietary sources were inadequate.

Radiation is the best established risk factor for thyroid
cancer. The increase in thyroid cancer indicence risks for
successive generations of women with a peak for those born
1952-55 is consistent with an effect of fallout radiation, but
the doses to the thyroid from fallout were probably very

small and it is not known if they could have been carcino-
genic. The similarities found between the geographical dist-
ribution of the tumour and benign thyroid disorders in the
past, however, suggest that other factors associated with risk
of these benign disorders may have been more important
than fallout in the aetiology of this cancer in England and
Wales, and need further consideration.

We thank the Cancer Research Campaign for support of Dr Silva’s
work and the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys for giving
access to the data. The Epidemiological Monitoring Unit is funded
by the Medical Research Council.
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